Age-related differences in the pituitary prolactin response to thyrotropin-releasing hormone.
We have previously reported that human subjects undergoing surgery for inguinal hernias exhibit an age-related attenuation in the plasma prolactin response, with no differences during resting conditions. We suggested that these differences were due to age-related neuroendocrine changes, but that peripheral factors may play a role as well. In the present study, we have assessed the pituitary response to 500 micrograms of thyrotropin-releasing hormone (TRH) in the very same subjects previously studied during surgery. Blood samples were drawn immediately prior to, as well as 10, 20, 40 and 60 minutes following the intravenous administration of TRH. There was a clear-cut age-related attenuation in the pituitary prolactin response with no difference in the thyrotropin (TSH) response. Maximum prolactin response in the young subjects was 31.7 micrograms/l and 19.2 micrograms/l in old subjects (F(4) = 3.5, p less than .01, two-way ANOVA). These results indicate that the age-related differences in the prolactin response to stress are mainly due to pituitary changes. However, prolactin-secreting cells are under the control of the hypothalamus. Therefore, the possibility must be considered that aging or other concurrent factors could be exerting their influence via the hypothalamus and not necessarily directly at the pituitary level.